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Extending the Literature Base of a Social Studies Unit
Through Folk Literature
For thousands of years humans have tried to explain
themselves and their world.

What made lightning flash? Where

did the wind come from? Who made the first humans? Why are
people different?
Today there are conclusions from scientific studies to
answer these questions.

In earlier times, people lacked the

research tools to study their world, so they created stories
to pursue meaning.

These stories were told and retold taking

their form from the common human need to explain their existence.
As a result, a body of oral literature, known as folk literature,
evolved.
Folk literature, as told through the ages, expresses human
imagination.

Language was used to control reality.

People

were able to interpret the meaning of human existence and
explain the forces of nature (Harms, unpublished).
This paper will focus on extending the literature base of
a social studies unit through folk literature.

The example unit

for grade six will be Scandinavia.
Folk Literature:

Understanding Humankind

This section reviews the value of folk literature, different
types of folk literature, and specific characteristics of folk
literature from Scandinavia; then the writer will present an
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instructional development project based on Scandinavian folk
l i tera ture.
Value of Folk Literature
Jane Yolan in her book, Touch Magic, relates that folk
literature provides a landscape of illusion.

As children listen

to these stories, they take the first step in perceiving a new
environment.

"One that is fi 11 ed with quest and questers,

fated heroes and fetid monsters, intrepid heroines and trepidant
helpers, even incompetent oafs who achieve competence and
wholeness by going and trying" (Yolan, 1981, p. 15).
Folk literature offers a means of understanding another
from the inside out (Yolen, 1981).

Every culture has cultivated

the art of traditional storytelling which reflects its
development (Norton, 1987).

Huck states "Folktales and myths

are literature derived from human imagination to explain the
human condition (Huck, 1987, p. 252).
11

Folktales bring about a broader understanding of diverse
cultures around the world.

As Arbuthnot and Sutherland point out,

"Folklore includes superstitions, medical practices, games, songs,
festivals, dance rituals.

Folklore is sometimes called

the mirror of the people." (Arbuthnot & Sutherland, 1972, p. 138).
Anthropologists study folklore to understand the values and
beliefs of cultures.

Folklore can be used as a valuable resource

in the education of children to gain insight into other ways of
life (Arbuthnot & Sutherland, 1972).
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Folk literature from different cultures has similar themes
• joy, despair, courage, beauty, and responsibility. These
themes are basic to all people, bringing about understanding of
other cultures and also the individual, because they address
the universal conflicts of human existence throughout time and
geographical area (Huck, 1987).
Because folktales deal with basic themes or values inherent
to all people, they assist children in understanding about
themselves and others because they directly present conflict
and its resolve.

The conflicts are met, dealt with, and

disposed of in a very decisive manner.

Folktales order chaos

by revealing that good prevails over evil, which appeals to
children's sense of justice.

It provides concrete rather than

abstract reasons for living ethical lives (Goodman &Melcher,
1984).

Folktales support an active learning environment in the
classroom. Huck relates that folktales are models of humans
using their imaginations to resolve conflict.

Students can use

their own powers of imagination and reason to explain these
stories as opposed to memorizing lists of facts and data
supplied by textbooks.

Therefore by examining cultures through

folk literature, students can speculate about the people's lives
and draw conclusions (Huck, 1987).
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Types of Folktales
There are several types of folktales which appeal to children
(Huck, 1987).
Cumulative tales are based on a repetitive plot in which a
series of events build to a climax.
important than the story itself.

The repetition is more

Examples of cumulative tales

are "The Pancake, 11 "The Bun, 11 and "The House That Jack Built"
(Huck, 1987).
Pourguoi stories, or why stories, answer a question or
explain creation and why animals have certain characteristics.
An example is "Why the Bear Has a Stumpy Tail" (Norton, 1987).
Beast stories are tales in which animals talk and act like
humans.

Examples of animal personification are "The Three

Bears," "Three Little Pigs, 11 and "The Three Billy Goats Gruff"
(Huck, 1987).
Noodlehead stories usually follow a set pattern.

The main

character can be very clever or stupid.

Humor comes from the

nonsense and absurdity of these tales.

These stories are short

and good for story telling (Hanns, 1987).

Examples are "Clever

Elsie" and "Hans in Luck" (Huck, 1987).
Magic and wonder tales deal with either good or bad magic.
The good magic benefits the unfortunate considered inferior by
parents or society.

Bad magic is overcome by love and diligence.

A good example is "East of the Sun and West of the Moon" (Norton,
1987).
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Realistic tales are not connnon.

In this type of story such

as "Dick Whittington, 11 it is suggested that some of it is true
(Norton, 1987).
Folk Literature from Scandinavia
Most Scandinavian folktales were originally collected by
Peter Christian Asbornsen and Jorgen Moe in 1854 and are
presented in the collection of East of the Sun and West of the
Moon (Huck, 1987). The collectors were interested in recording
the traditional tales of the Norwegian people and were inspired
by the National Renaissance sweeping Europe at the time.

These

stories are sources of early Norwegian tradition and history
(Norton, 1987}.
In surveying this body of literature, Norton points out
that Claire Booss, a folktale collector of the Northern People,
believes that 11 cl imatic and geographic-- extremes created hardy,
courageous, and independent people whose folktales reflect a
strong sense of wonder, a fierce loyalty to ideals, and a great
sense of humor (Norton, 1987, p. 220). Booss also relates that
a sense of extremes inspires these stories with the power to
delight, haunt, and terrify.

Scandinavian tales reflect the

harsh elements of the northern climates (Norton, 1987).
The major motifs of these tales are heroes who overcome
giants, wicked trolls, wild animals, magic objects, and other
enchantments" (Huck, 1987). An example of a tale that reflects
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the conflict inherent in a northern climate and culture is
"East of the Sun and West of the Moon" (Norton, 1987). A white
bear offers a family riches if the youngest daughter is allowed
to live in his castle.

The bear is a prince enchanted by a troll

princess living in a distant icy kingdom.

Gifts from the North

wind enables her to overcome the troll princess and free the
prince.
11

The Three Billy Goats Gruff" is perhaps ,the best known

tale and gives the best example of folktale structure.

The

action of the three billy goats, increasing in size, bring
about the downfall of the mean troll (Huck, 1987).
Norwegian folktales help children appreciate Norwegian
traditions.

They fill children with pleasure and excitement.

The themes suggest the rewards of morality and the punishment
of immorality (Norton, 1987).
Folk Tales:

Extending the Study of Scandinavia

In introducing the social studies unit on Scandinavia, the
teacher assessed what these sixth graders already knew about
this area of Europe and what they would like to know. The ideas
generated by the students were organized on the board under such
headings as homes, food, religion, values, life styles, etc.
The Scandinavian tale 11 East of the Sun and West of the Moon" was
read and accompanied by a related expressive activity.

The

students drew a scene from the story or made a diorama creating
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an image of characters, and the setting.

Then a discussion

followed to identify Scandinavian ancestry among the students.
From the discussion, the teacher created a webbing to determine
possible topics of study.

These ideas were then put in the

form of questions, thus leading the students to speculate on
possible answers.
A reading center was supplied with Scandinavian tales.

As

students read from this center, they kept a journal of their
responses to these tales.

They could include an annotated

bibliography, a drawing depicting a scene or a character, and
their opinion (thumbs up or thumbs down) of the tale they just
read.

They referred to the questions asked during the webbing

to see if any were answered.

As the knowledge base grew, the

webbing was modified and answers to questions were formulated.
In so doing, the children could see the importance of their
ideas in the course of study.
As the children read and studied these stories, they began
to notice that the stories fell into several categories.

At

this point, the teacher introduced to them various types of
stories such as cumulative tales, pourquoi stories, and wonder
tales.

They also noticed various themes and motifs emerging and

the influence of the harsh environment of the northern climate
in the stories.
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As the students read and shared the stories, they became
aware of their different versions.

The students were surprised

to find "The Princess on the Glass Hill" to be a version of
11

Cinderella 11 •

Using stories such as these, they were able to

compare and contrast them.

Through studying these tales, they

became aware of the plot elements which were related to their
original oral form, such as pattern of three and cumulative plot.
They could see that as these tales were told and retold throughout
the ages and not written down, the storyteller could present his
or her version to meet the needs of the audience.
Studying different versions was a natural springboard into
small group presentations through dramatization of a favorite
version of a story.

Each group chose a story and used their

knowledge to produce a short play.

The theme and the motifs of

the stories were analyzed.
As the unit progressed, observation of student involvement
in expressive activity was used to evaluate the acquisition of
factual knowledge and the emergence of cultural appreciation.
The interest level of the students and their sensitivity to the
elements of the culture revealed through their discussion and
dramatization were used as indications of their growth.
At the end of the unit, the students' achievement in the
unit was assessed through three activities related to the
questions generated in initiating the unit.

First, a final
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discussion and webbing was completed.
in Appendix A.

The webbing is presented

The questions in the first webbing were answered

from the information gained in the study of the unit.

Second,

small groups prepared plays using their knowledge of the story.
The groups prepared fact sheets according to the type of story
and the theme and motif used in the story.
presented in Appendix B.

Examples are

Finally, the folktale journals were

surveyed for emerging understanding of folktale elements and
cultural appreciation.

In Appendix C, an example of a student

journal is presented.
Conclusions
For this group of sixth graders, the study of the
Scandinavian culture was extended through folk literature.

In

reading these stories, the students encountered the traditional
lifestyles, customs, and values associated with Scandinavia
yet are part of the universal conflict in human existence
experienced by all cultures.

The lively conflict and just

resolve in these stories had timely appeal to these students.
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Appendix A
Student Webbing
NORWAY
Food
--pancake
porridge
fish

Homes
wooden

Land
~unta ins
fiords

Animals
helpful
goats
white bears
reindeer
elk

Stories
pourquoi
Why the
"Why the
enchantment
East of
magic
The Lad
11

Sea is Salt
Bear Has a Stumpy Tail
11

11

11

the Sun and West of the Moon

11

Who Went to the North Wi nd

Religion
tompton
trolls
moral life
Values
Good prevails over evil
trolls
north wind
tomten
greed
beauty
poor &weak
many trials
many tasks

11

11
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Appendix B
Student Fact Sheet
Culture:

Scandinavian (Norway)

Tale:

"Why the Sea is Salt"

~:

Pourquoi Story

Main Characters:
rich greedy brother
poor kind brother
sea captain
Characteristics of the story:
humor
rich brother represents greed &envy
poor brother represents good
magic grinder
explains a natural phenomenon of why
the sea is salt
Theme:

The poor brother's kindness and patience is rewarded
by riches and a plentiful supply of food, while greed
brings about the downfall of the rich brother and the
Sea Captain.

Motif:

Magic Object
A magic grinder _helps the poor brother gain riches as
well as explaining the natural phenomenon of why the
sea is salt.
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Appendix C
A Student Folktale Journal
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NORWEGIAN FOLKTALE JOURNAL
Table of Contents
Stories

Page Number

1.

Three Billy Goats Gruff

1

2.

The Tompton

1

3.

East of the Sun and West of the Moon

2

4.

Why the Bear Has a Stumpy Tail

3

5.

Why the Sea is Salt

3

6.

The Lad Who Went to the North Wind

4

7.

The Tabby Who was Such a Glotten

4

8.

The Miraculous Apples

5

9.

The Husband Who Was to Mind the House

5

The Pancake

6

10.

Pictures
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TITLE:

11

THE THREE BILLY GOATS GRUFF

11

BRIEF SUMMARY:
Once there were three Billy Goats Gruff and they were heading
up the hill to get fat. They came to a bridge and there was a
troll under it. So the first billy goat went over and troll
threatened to eat him. The billy goat said that the next billy
goat would be bigger than he, so the troll let him go. The same
thing happened with the next billy goat. Then the third billy
goat went over the bridge, and the troll threatened to eat him,
but the billy goat killed him. And they went over the hill to
get fat.
MY OPINION:

Q)

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
ANIMALS - goats
LAND - hills, rivers

TITLE:

11

THE TOMPTON

11

BRIEF SUMMARY:
It was night time and everyone was asleep except the Tompton
who lives in the corner of the hayloft and only comes out at
night. He went down to the pasture in the cold snowy night, to
talk to the cows in a language cows can understand. Then he went
into the barn to talk to the other animals like the sheep, horses,
chickens, dogs, and the cat. He tells them that spring will soon
be here, and .the the cold hard winter would soon be over. He
wants to talk to the children on the farm, but they are asleep.
So he heads back to the barn. And every night for many more
years the Tompton will trip around on his si.lent little feet.
MY OPINION:

Q

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
ANIMALS - cows, sheep, horses, chickens, dogs, and cats
CLIMATE - cold and snowy

Page 1
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TITLE:

"EAST OF THE SUN, AND WEST OF THE MOON

11

BRIEF SUMMARY:
Once there was a poor man who had a pretty young daughter.
One day a bear came to the poor man and said he would give him
great riches if his youngest daughter would marry him, so the
girl left with the bear and lived in a great castle.
At night after she had shut off the light a figure came
into the next room and always left before she got up in the
morning, and she was puzzled about this.
One day she went to visit her parents. She told her mother
about the figure and her mother told her to take a candle and
look at the figure after it was asleep.
She did as her mother told her, and when she saw the figure
it was a prince. She accidentally woke him up and he told her
his stepmother had put a spell on him, and he was a prince at
night, and a bear in the day, and he now had to go to the castle
East of the Sun and West of the Moon, and marry an ugly witch.
Suddenly the prince and the castle disappeared. So she
started to look for the castle East of the Sun and West of the
Moon.
On her way she met three hags who gave her a golden apple,
carving comb and a golden spindle.
Soon she came to the castle and she met the witch who the
prince was ,to marry; She gave her the golden carving comb,
apple and spindle if she could see him for the next three nights.
On the first three nights she couldn't wake the prince, but on
the third night he was awake and she got to talk to him, and
they made a plan.
The next day the prince said he would only marry the woman
who could wash out the stain in his shirt, the witch tried to,
but she couldn't get it out, then the girl tried, and she
succeeded, and they were married the next day.
MY OPINION:

G

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
VALUABLES - money
LAND - oceans
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TITLE:

11

WHY THE BEAR HAS A STUMPY TAIL

11

BRIEF SUMMARY:
Once there was a bear and a fox. The fox had stolen some
fish and he told the bear that he had caught them himself. Now
the bear wanted to catch some fish too, so the fox told him, Go
cut a hole in the ice, and stick your tail in it, and then when
it starts to hurt, that means that the fish are biting, and the
longer you keep it in there the more fish you'll have.
11

11

So the bear did as the fox said, and soon his tail started
to hurt; he kept it in for a while longer, and when he stood up
his tail had fallen off. AND THAT IS WHY THE BEAR HAS A STUMPY
TAIL.
MY OPINION:

Q

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
ANIMALS - bear, fox
CLIMATE - icey, cold
TITLE:

11

WHY THE SEA HAS SALT"

BRIEF SUMMARY:
Once there were two brothers, one was rich, and the other
was poor. It was Christmas eve, and the poor brother went to
the rich brother's house and pleaded him for food. The rich
brother gave him some ham on the conditions that he go to the
Hall of the Dead. So he left, and went to the Hall of the Dead,
there he met a man that told him that the people inside would
beg him for his ham, but do not give it to them, unless they
give him the grinding mill in exchange.
So he did as the man said and he got the grinding mill in
exchange for the ham. The people told him that to make the
grinding mill make what you want it to just tell it what kind of
food you want, and to make it stop just say stop.
So the man brought the grinding mill home, and they had a
wonderful Christmas dinner.
Soon the rich brother found out about the grinding mill and
wanted to buy it, he bought it from the poor brother for $300.
When he brought the grinding mill home he cont11anded it to
make some porage, but he had forgotten to ask how to stop it, so
the porage started running all over the place, and he couldn't
stop it, so the poor brother had to stop it.
The rich brother begged the poor brother to take the grinding
mill away, but the poor brother said he would only take it away
for 300 more dollars.
Page 3
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So the poor brother was now rich and redid his house on the
seashore, and the grinding mill became famous.
One day a sailor came along and begged the man to give him
the grinding mill, so the man sold it to him for $1,000.
The sailor took the grinding mill, and sailed off.
The sailor was to deliver a shipload of salt, but instead
he wanted the grinding mill to make it for him, but he too forgot
to ask how to turn the grinding mill off, and when he had enough
salt he couldn't shut it off, soon it began to weigh down the
ship, and the ship began to sink, and it sunk to the bottom of
the ocean. AND THAT IS WHY THE SEA IS SALTY.
TITLE:

"THE LAD WHO WENT TO THE NORTH WIND"

BRIEF SUMMARY:
Once there was a lad who went to the North Wind, because it
took his food away, so the lad wanted his food back.
The North Wind gave him a cloth instead, and he said that
it would make all the food he needed, but when he got it home
it didn't work, so he took it back to the North Wind, so the
North Wind gave him a grinding mill, but when he got it home it
didn't work eather so he gave it back to the North Wind, and the
North Wind gave him a stick instead, but the stick didn't work
eather so he took it back again, and this time the North Wind
gave him real food and he lived happily ever after.
THE MORAL OF THE STORY IS DON'T ALWAYS TRUST WHAT OTHER
PEOPLE SAY.
MY OPINION:@
TITLE:

"THE TABBY WHO WAS SUCH A GLUTTEN"

BRIEF SUMMARY:
Once there was a cat, who never had enough of something.
So when the farmer's wife gave him some porage, he wanted more
food, so he ate the farmer, the farmer's wife, a rabbit, a bear,
and a wood cutter, but when he tried to eat the billy goat, he
pushed him into the water, and the cat drowned.
MORAL: ONLY TAKE WHAT YOU NEED
MY OPINION: (0
ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
ANIMALS - bear, cat, rabbit, goat
JOBS - farmer, wood cutter
FOOD - porage
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TITLE:

"THE MIRACULOUS APPLES 11

BRIEF SUMMARY:
Once there was a man who had a hat that would take him where
he wanted to go, a purse that was always full of money, and a
cloth that would make all the food he needed, but he did not have
a wife.
One day he saw a princess, when he looked the other way,
she stole his hat, and purse, and ran off.
He found some apples, and took a bite, when he did he grew
horns, he took another bite, and the horns disappeared.
The princess came by, and she wanted to buy some apples,
she took a bite and she grew horns too. The man said he would
cure her if she would marry him. She agreed and he told her to
take another bite of the apple and she did, and she was cured
and they were married.
MY OPINION:

Q

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
GOVERNMENT - king {princess)
FOOD .. apples
TITLE:

11

THE HUSBAND WHO WAS TO MIND THE HOUSE"

BRIEF SUMMARY:
Once there was a husband and a wife. The husband always
critizied the wife on her house work, so one day they decided to
switch jobs. The next day the wife went out into the field, and
the husband stayed in to do the house work.
First the husband made the butter, and than he went to get
more cream. When he got home he put the cow out on the roof,
and he tied a string onto his hand that attached to the cow
through the chimney, but the cow fell off the roof, and the
husband flew through the chimney.
By suppertime the husband had only gotten the butter made.
And after that he always appreciated what his wife did.
MY OPINION:

Q

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
ANIMALS .. cows
JOBS .. farmers
FOOD - butter
Page 5
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TITLE:

"THE PANCAKE 11

BRIEF SUMMARY:
Once there was a woman who had seven kids, and she was very
poor. One day she decided to make a pancake for breakfast. The
kids wanted to eat the pan cake right away, but the mother
explained that she had to cook it first, but the pancake heard
this and got scared, so he jumped off the pan and rolled out of
the house down the hill, and into the smow because it was winter.
The children tried to chatch him, but he was to fast. He came to
a man and the man wanted to eat him, but the pancake said, "No,
I got away from the seven childrekn and there mother, I think I
can get away from you too. 11 And he ro 11 ed away. Soon he came
to a duck and the duck wanted to eat him to, but the pan cake
rolled on and the duck couldn't catch him. He soon came to a
cock, and the cock wanted to eat him, but he couldn't catch him
eather, and the pancake rolled on. He then came to a gander,
and the gander wanted to eat him, but the pancake rolled on.
When he got to the edge of the woods he met a pig, the pig wanted
to eat him to, but the pancake would't let him, but the pig said
there would be trolls in the woods, and they would be safer if
they traveled together, so the pancake agreed. Soon they came
to the river, and the pig said, "Why don't you get on my snout,
so you won't get wet." so the pig agreed. When they were half
way across the river the pig flipped his snout, and the ginger
bread fell into its mouth and ate him.

MY OPINION:@
ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
FOOD - pancake
ANIMALS - pigs, cocks, gander
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